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Alix Beeston
Icons of Depression
O ne especially striking image included in Walker Evans’s American Photographs, the photographic book published 
by the Museum of Modern Art to accompany a retrospective of Evans’s 
work in the fall of 1938, foregrounds the terms of its representation 
of life in the United States during the Depression. Depicting a found 
object in a shallow picture plane, “Torn Movie Poster, 1930” (Figure 1) 
aligns the flat surface of a Hollywood film poster with the flat surface 
of the photographic image. Evans typically employs a head-on view-
ing angle and stark but unobtrusive frontal lighting in his photographs, 
which are, in turn, conceived as unsentimental, unmotivated objects. 
But “Torn Movie Poster” recasts this notion of his “bare-faced” aes-
thetic—to borrow a description from the essay that the writer and art 
critic Lincoln Kirstein contributed to the 1938 book (198). Evans con-
fers mystery upon the original poster image by the framing of this photo-
graph in American Photographs. Extricated from its spatial, geographical, 
and commercial contexts, the poster’s dramatic substance is redirected, 
transposing the question of what, exactly, so terrifies the woman in the 
image into a metatextual key. Since each photograph in the book is 
positioned on the recto page, with the verso side left blank but for the 
relevant plate number, the woman’s startled gaze appears to be directed 
at the photographic frame itself: the clean expanse of white space that 
faces and encases the woman. Through an austere, minimalistic poetics 
of negation, Evans visualizes the limits of his photographed nation.
Evans’s image of the Hollywood movie poster is at pains to disclose 
its own status as an image. It depicts a woman who is already playing a 
role, whose pose of white, middle-class femininity is as contrived and 
hyperbolic as her stance of panicked victimhood in the poster. The 
woman is both scared and scarred, her apparent vulnerability to the 
damages of the photographic frame—and of the Hollywood typology of 
the innocent white female victim—ingrained in the corrugated surface 
of the poster. Resembling both falling tears and lacerations, the rippled 
2 Alix Beeston
Figure 1. Walker Evans, “Torn Movie Poster, 1930.” © Walker Evans Archive, The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art. Digital image © The Museum of Modern Art. Licensed 
by SCALA/Art Resource, New York
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creases on the faces of the couple supplement the large rip in the poster 
that slashes open the woman’s forehead. Since the surface of the poster 
and the surface of the image are collapsed into each other, these textual 
traces of dilapidation signify as the wounds of representation itself. The 
deep gorge in the woman’s face produces a “beautiful convulsion” of 
the real that Rosalind Krauss identifies in surrealist photography in the 
1920s and 1930s (“Photography” 35).1 Its chaotic, foliated layering of 
rips and tears are the signs of signification.
“Torn Movie Poster” offers a means for re-conceptualizing one of 
the archetypal images of the Great Depression: the portrait in American 
Photographs with the caption, “Alabama Cotton Tenant Farmer Wife, 
1936” (Figure 2). This portrait is a slight variation on the iconic pho-
tograph of Allie Mae Burroughs, the wife of a tenant farmer featured 
under the pseudonym Annie Mae Gudger in Let Us Now Praise Famous 
Men, the 1941 documentary book in which Evans collaborated with the 
writer James Agee (Figure 3). In the sequence of American Photographs, 
the woman in the movie poster is cordoned off from but still proximate 
to “Alabama Cotton Tenant Farmer Wife,” which appears immediately 
after “Torn Movie Poster,” as well as a range of other female figures. In 
this sense, in symbolizing the wounds of representation, the weathered, 
marred surface of the movie poster also registers the emplacement of 
the Hollywood icon as an image in series with other images.
A detailed reading of American Photographs—particularly its serial 
figurations of the white woman—demonstrates its status as an indis-
pensable precursor to Agee and Evans’s 1941 documentary work. In-
deed, Agee completed the major revisions of his 400-page contribution 
to Praise in 1939, as the generally positive reviews of Evans’s 1938 ex-
hibition and book appeared in the United States. More crucially, the 
contiguity of Annie Mae to the woman in the movie poster in American 
Photographs opens up a larger discussion of the iconography of the De-
pression and its visual semiotics of gender, class, and race. The 1930s 
was the decade that marked both the crisis and the entrenchment of the 
system of corporate capitalism, the latter entailing, as Paula Rabinow-
itz explains, the development of the first “truly national, mass-cultural 
public sphere” (Represented 76). Evans’s and Agee’s representations of 
white female figures emphasize and exemplify this new industrial-com-
mercial order’s processes of mediation, reproduction, promulgation, 
and reification: the processes that turn individuals into icons. Together, 
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American Photographs and Praise indicate the ways in which the cir-
culation of personality and celebrity in this period occurs across three 
contemporaneous modes—surrealist photography, documentary social 
realism, and Hollywood film and film publicity—that are normally con-
sidered inimical.
The effects of this kind of mediation are most explicit in Amer-
ican Photographs, but are also essential to the experimental narration 
of Praise.2 In particular, these effects explicate Annie Mae’s special 
function within the 1941 text, that is, as both a “single, unrepeatable, 
holy individual” and an abstracted representation “to be multiplied 
Figure 2. Walker Evans, “Alabama Cotton Tenant Farmer Wife, 
1936,” in American Photographs. © Walker Evans Archive, The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art. Digital image © The Museum 
of Modern Art. Licensed by SCALA/Art Resource, New York
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. . . by the two billion creatures who are alive upon the planet today” 
(238). The oscillation between the individual and the “huge swarm” 
of humanity in Praise makes Annie Mae legible as an icon of white 
femininity that simulates the mediated white female celebrity produced 
by the Hollywood star system in the 1930s. By her doubled image in 
American Photographs and Praise—or her fully “multiplied” one, to use 
Agee’s term—Annie Mae recasts Agee and Evans’s “famous men” in 
the mold of the female Hollywood film star.3 Ineluctably singular yet 
Figure 3. Walker Evans, “Alabama Tenant Farmer 
Wife,” 1936, in Let Us Now Praise Famous Men. The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, Purchase, 2000 Benefit 
Fund, 2001 (2001.415) © Walker Evans Archive, The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art. Image courtesy of Art 
Resource, New York
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essentially replicable, highly individuated yet utterly anonymous, the 
figure of Annie Mae is immured and immortalized by her iconicity. Her 
image emerges as a secular fulfilment of the biblical prophecy used epi-
grammatically in Praise: “Their bodies are buried in peace; but their 
name liveth for evermore” (393).
Evans chose the two portraits of Annie Mae Gudger for publication 
and exhibition from four negatives he produced during an afternoon 
portrait session in the summer of 1936, in Hale County, Alabama. In 
Annie Mae’s most famous iteration—the one included in Praise—she 
stands against a dirt-grained clapboard wall wearing a solemn expres-
sion and an open-necked blouse patterned with small flowers. Her face 
is a play of horizontal lines that repeat and extend those which channel 
and cleave the clapboard behind her: the thin groove of her pursed lips; 
the thicker bands of her eyebrows, arched slightly upwards at their ends 
in concert with the wrinkles threading out from the corners of her eyes. 
This system of lines is crosscut by the strip of scalp exposed in the severe 
parting of her black hair, initiating a visual competition that signals 
the larger affective contest set in the pools of her much remarked upon 
eyes. Her gaze is, at once, forceful and fragile, sceptical and earnest, 
equivocating and direct. The image of Annie Mae that was dissemi-
nated three years earlier in American Photographs, however, bears subtle 
but significant differences in tone and composition. The countenance 
of the woman in the earlier book is less pinched or closed than her bet-
ter-known twin: her brow more relaxed, her eyes less darkly shadowed, 
and her mouth less firmly set. The tilt of her head has shifted, too, so 
that her eyes are aligned with both the point of view of Evans’s camera 
and—due to the wider cropping of the image—the center of the hori-
zontal axis of the photograph.4
These small variations in posture and expression redound to the 
different conceptual and symbolic freight carried by the two respective 
images of Annie Mae in American Photographs and Praise. In spite of 
these differences, both texts situate the white woman as a visual icon in 
US commodity culture during the Depression—a conceit that is evoca-
tively and reflexively staged in the slashed face of “Torn Movie Poster.” 
Evans’s image of the movie poster, like other images of signage, post-
ers, and other textual ephemera that he exhibited in the late 1930s, is 
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shaped by an act of calculated decontextualization that also defines the 
compositional logic of American Photographs.5 For Susan Sontag, even 
the most vernacular of photographic collections are exercises “in Surre-
alist montage and the Surrealist abbreviation of history.” Composing a 
series of “notes on reality” (68), the photograph in sequence bears the 
same deconstructive syntax as surrealist photography, which works to 
secure a “beautiful convulsion” of the real through the transformation, 
as Rosalind Krauss writes, of “presence . . . into absence, into represen-
tation, into spacing, into writing” (“Photography” 35).
The surrealist impulse of American Photographs reveals Evans’s sig-
nificant but under-appreciated contribution to styles other than doc-
umentary in the 1930s. In his essay in American Photographs, Lincoln 
Kirstein stresses what he sees as the “surgical” or “clinical” method by 
which Evans captures and communicates the “facts of our homes and 
times . . . without the intrusion of the poet’s or painter’s comment or 
necessary distortion” (194).6 In Kirstein’s account, Evans acts as “a kind 
of disembodied burrowing eye . . . stepping cautiously so as to disturb 
no dust from the normal atmosphere of the average place” (197). He 
defines Evans’s labor by an esteemed passivity: a discreet, tiptoing obei-
sance to—and hence revelation of—the “normal” and “average” set-
tings of the United States in an era of economic, social, and artistic 
crisis. This characterization of the photographer became the popular 
one, encouraged in the marketing materials around American Photo-
graphs in 1938 and reflected in the reviews of the exhibition and book 
in newspapers and art magazines—and, subsequently, in much of the 
scholarship of Evans’s work.
But the image of Evans as an artist/scientist whose activity does not 
even imperil the particles of dust at his feet depoliticizes his early pho-
tography.7 This process reached its apotheosis in interviews given by 
Evans in the 1970s, in which he avowed his work as transcendently aes-
thetic and apolitical. “I didn’t like the label that I unconsciously earned 
of being a social protest artist,” he complained in 1974. “I never took it 
upon myself to change the world” (“Thing” 14). Evans’s testimony, as 
well as Kirstein’s portrayal of the dust-skirting documentarian, conceals 
as much as it discloses. As Allan Sekula points out, Evans’s early work is 
positioned ambiguously in relation to the state’s photographic archive. 
It bears a “combative and antiarchival stance” that Evans seemed to 
be no longer able to recognize toward the end of his life—transformed, 
8 Alix Beeston
as he was, “into the senior figure of modernist genius” (59). The first 
plate selected for the book American Photographs, “License Photo Stu-
dio, New York, 1934” (Figure 4), is positioned at the interface between 
the archival and the antiarchival. These modes are signified through 
the competing forms of discourse that mark the photographic studio’s 
signage. While the advertisements for “Notary Public” and license pho-
tographs establish the building as a site for the intrusion of instrumental 
and bureaucratic imperatives in everyday life, the graffiti framing those 
advertisements ironizes and delimits these imperatives. Scratched twice 
into the side of the building, the solicitation “Come up and see me 
sometime” is suggestive of clandestine and illicit encounters. Evans’s 
photograph turns on the possibility of the revision and circumvention 
of law and order.
The general sense in Praise is that Evans is not nearly as concerned 
as his collaborator, James Agee, about rummaging through the lives of 
Alabama tenant farming families. The photographer and the writer met 
in 1935, and in the summer of the following year were dispatched to 
Alabama on assignment from Fortune, Henry Luce’s business magazine, 
to produce an article on the conditions of cotton sharecroppers during 
the Dust Bowl. The magazine article did not eventuate, instead becom-
ing the sprawling, prolix Praise. Early in the book, Agee accounts how 
he and Evans come across a roadside church that Evans wanted to pho-
tograph. Agee’s agitation about their unsanctioned entrance into the 
church is exacerbated by the twin realities that, as he writes, “the light 
would be right by now or very soon; I had no doubt Walker would do 
what he wanted whether we had ‘permission’ or not” (37). Repeatedly 
identifying himself and Evans as “spy” and “counterspy,” Agee is trou-
bled by his intrusion into private spaces, whether the church building 
or the homes of the tenant farmers (xvi). From his first night staying 
in the front bedroom of the Gudgers’s house onwards, Agee laments 
that he cannot “make [him]self welcome” amid the “intimate trans-
actions” and “innocent” daily “motions” of the family (164, 165). His 
misgivings about his spying are felt most acutely when, near the book’s 
mid-point, Annie Mae and her children leave their home empty and 
“undefended” (121). Agee confesses that he moves through the space 
“as they would trust me not to,” but pledges, “I shall touch nothing but 
as I would touch the most delicate wounds” (120). His desire to amelio-
rate wounds countervails his willingness to make the kind of breaches 
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Figure 4. Walker Evans, “License Photo Studio, New York, 1934.” The Metro-
politan Museum of Art, Gift of Arnold H. Crane, 1972 (1972.742.17) © Walker 
Evans Archive, The Metropolitan Museum of Art. Image courtesy of Art Re-
source, New York
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that might well produce the wounds, in the first place, on the body 
of the house. This contradiction prefigures the collapse of the tensile 
balancing act in this passage between unwanted and tender gestures, 
when Agee compares his experience in the Gudgers’s house with a time 
“in hot early puberty” when he was left alone in his grandfather’s house. 
Wandering through the vacant rooms, overcome with “a most bitter, 
criminal gliding and cold serpent restiveness,” he “permitted nothing 
to escape the fingering of my senses. . . . It is not entirely otherwise now, 
in this inhuman solitude, the nakedness of this body which sleeps here 
before me” (120–21). As the metaphor of touching accrues a sense of 
masturbatory criminality, Agee understands his covert inspection of the 
Gudgers’s naked house as a shameful act of “fingering.”
There is little reason to think that Evans shared Agee’s punctilio in 
regards to the Gudgers’s possessions. Although Evans told the scholar 
William Stott, in 1971, that documentary photography only “holds” 
when “you don’t touch a thing” (Rev. of Curtis), it is extremely likely 
that Evans moved the Gudgers’s furniture and household items on that 
afternoon, or others like it, in 1936. See, for instance, the image of the 
Gudgers’s wrought-iron bed, the foot of which has been moved away 
from the wall, or the image of the mantel in the Gudgers’s rear bed-
room, which includes an alarm clock that seems to have been placed 
there by Evans (Figures 5 and 6).8 In “taking” a photograph, Evans once 
suggested, the photographer “symbolically . . . lifts an object or a com-
bination of objects, and in so doing he makes a claim for that object 
or that composition” (qtd. in Thompson 229). Evans’s actual, rather 
than merely symbolic, lifting of objects at the Gudgers’s house implies 
the practices of touching that are the paradoxical precondition for his 
untouched social realist manner. 
Like many artists working in the 1930s, Evans’s creative participa-
tion in his “documentation” accords with what Joseph Entin describes 
as a “golden age of distortion in the arts.” In this period, “many artists 
who aspired to offer a ‘realist’ accounting of the contemporary scene 
found themselves using exaggeration and hyperbole, the bizarre and 
the uncanny, to convey feelings of despair, disorientation, and dislo-
cation” (11). In pursuing what Tyrus Miller terms the “convergence” 
and “complementarity” of literary and artistic modernism and the doc-
umentary mode, scholars have queried the conventional segregation 
of their forms, aesthetics, and politics. For Jeff Allred, for example, 
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documentary realism in the Depression era participates in a modernist 
aesthetics of “interruption,” which works to subvert realist imperatives 
through “discontinuities between word and image and metonymic rela-
tionships between the inside and outside of the photographic frame” 
(7, 170).9
Evans’s work was featured in a number of important avant-garde 
art exhibitions in this period, notably “Documentary and Anti-Graphic 
Photographs by Cartier Bresson, Walker Evans and Alvarez Bravo” at 
the Julien Levy Gallery in New York City in 1935, and “Fantastic Art, 
Dada, Surrealism” at the Museum of Modern Art in 1936–1937.10 Evans 
contributed three photographs to this second exhibition, which is often 
credited with introducing surrealist art to a wider American audience. 
Figure 5. Walker Evans, “Part of the Bedroom of Floyd Burroughs’s Cabin, Hale 
County, Alabama,” 1936. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Purchase, The 
Horace W. Goldsmith Foundation Gift, through Joyce and Robert Menschel, 1999 
(1999.35). © Walker Evans Archive, The Metropolitan Museum of Art. Image 
courtesy of Art Resource, New York
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In a manner similar to “Torn Movie Poster,” one of the photographs, 
“Outdoor Advertising, Florida” (1929), was radically cropped for the 
show; as Jeff Rosenheim notes, Evans removed “all the foreground and 
lateral ground, freeing the billboard from any visual connection to 
the roadside or to the land itself,” and, in doing so, “performed a sly, 
quasi-Dada act and ‘signed’ the work with a borrowed name—‘Bache 
Signs’” (57).
American Photographs portrays the modern American landscape as 
a space suffused with signs and, simultaneously, populated with bod-
ies transformed into signs. In this way, it achieves much the same 
Figure 6. Walker Evans, “Fireplace in Bedroom of Floyd Bur-
roughs’s Cabin, Hale County, Alabama,” 1936. Image courtesy 
of the Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, 
LC-USF342- 008136-A
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effect as surrealist photography, which in the 1930s manipulated the 
photograph as a “deposit” or “transfer” of the real through juxtaposi-
tion or superimposition (Krauss, “Photography” 31). The surrealists 
redoubled the photograph’s basic labor, registering reality as a sign by 
enacting a perspectival leveling of persons and objects. Evans’s book, 
too, demonstrates something akin to what Bill Brown terms the “inde-
terminate ontology” of modern objects (137). This effect is associated 
with the pleasures of photography in general, which, as Ann Anlin 
Cheng notes, establishes a “taut intimacy between thingness and per-
sonality” (118).
Alan Trachtenberg argues that “License Photo Studio” intro-
duces “the theme of the image” that is expanded throughout the pho-
tographic sequence so as to emphasize “the constructive role of the 
camera” (260). This role was emphasized by Evans’s method, which 
regularly involved the use of a tripod-mounted ten-inch by eight-inch 
box camera—a box shape that the License Photo Studio, an awk-
ward, jutting appendage to the neighboring building, seems to ape 
architecturally. The bulkiness of the camera, and the long exposure 
times it required, lent a performative quality to the event of being 
photographed, and meant that the subject of Evans’s photography was 
approached as a collaborator in the creation of the image. Accord-
ing to William Stott, this exchange produces an intersubjective sce-
nario in which Evans does not “expose” the documentary real but 
instead “lets it reveal itself” (Documentary 268–69). Yet in offering 
this visual pun, “License Photo Studio” forecloses the possibility of 
intersubjective connection through the photograph or its event while 
also revealing photography’s complicity in mechanisms of social con-
trol. The angled curbside perspective of the image, which facilitates 
the view of the building’s boxy structure, reveals three points of entry. 
Each of these inlets trope the lack of access to the space Evans depicts. 
Even as the two illustrated hands direct the eye into the street-level 
doorway, with all the insistence of their sharp, acuminated fingernails, 
the eye is stymied by the blackish void to which they point—and is 
redirected altogether, drawn up along the strong diagonal line of the 
external staircase that bisects the image. At the bottom of the two sets 
of stairs, the image equivocates between admittance and obstruction, 
acceptance and rejection, and legitimacy and illegitimacy. The open-
ing photograph in American Photographs withholds what it seems to 
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proffer: an intimate rendezvous, an opportunity to “come up” and “see” 
the “me” that etches out the proposal on the façade of the building.
Evoking the materiality of the box camera, this image is folded con-
ceptually into the second photograph in Evans’s sequence, “Penny Pic-
ture Display, Savannah, 1936” (Figure 7). If the License Photo Studio 
in New York models the box camera, then the Penny Picture Display in 
Savannah lays out the camera’s contents in a neat grid: fifteen photo-
graphs in fifteen blocks. The act of turning over the page of the book is 
thus equated with the kind of transgressive movement that is curtailed 
in and by the first image in the book. But this embodied procedure 
also constitutes a failed promise, since the insides of the camera are 
full of more and more copious surfaces. In “Penny Picture Display,” the 
plainspoken vernacular of commercial portraiture, modified by Evans’s 
clean and planar aesthetic, interprets the (white) human image as pure 
form: a general arrangement of shapes and planes, a configuration of 
light and shade. This arrangement is requisite to the schematizing of 
the human image as a prop of the modern trade in photographs, involv-
ing Evans along with the Savannah portraitist. By recruiting photogra-
phy’s processes of mechanical reproduction toward a celebration of the 
photographic portrait as a flat, regularized icon, “Penny Picture Dis-
play” overturns the intimate, intersubjective delineation of personality 
that defined the practice of portrait photography in the nineteenth and 
early-twentieth centuries.
The photographic portrait therefore becomes a visual integer in 
a structure that is “antinatural, antimimetic, antireal.” Of relevance 
here, again, is Krauss, who conceives of grids in modern art as a “means 
of crowding out the dimensions of the real and replacing them with 
the lateral spread of a single surface,” invalidating “the claims of nat-
ural objects to have an order particular to themselves” through the 
organizational geometry of its aesthetic decree (“Grids” 50). The ver-
sion of “Penny Picture Display” included in American Photographs is 
tightly cropped. This cropping suggests the centrifugal force of the 
grid, which appears as one small section of a potentially infinite matrix 
of image blocks. Made continuous with the world beyond the photo-
graphic frame, Evans’s image phrases that world as a “STUDIO” as 
vast as the capitalized sign is overbearing. As is presaged by the sub-
mission of the photographic subjects in “Penny Picture Display” to 
the norms of the modern portrait session and the promotion of the 
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Figure 7. Walker Evans, “Penny Picture Display, Savannah, 1936.” © Walker Evans 
Archive, The Metropolitan Museum of Art. Digital image © The Museum of Mod-
ern Art. Licensed by SCALA/Art Resource, New York
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studio’s capitalistic activity, this continuity between image and world 
represents a relentless mapping of image onto world: the subsuming of 
the world as image.
Beginning with its two opening images, Part One of American Pho-
tographs increasingly registers photography’s production of incongruous 
inversions and mergers of bodies and environs, of the animate and inan-
imate. And it is in this modern space, where people and signage are 
made interchangeable, that locates the image of Annie Mae Gudger. 
In particular, there are two female figures that—by occupying a fraught 
position vis-à-vis the built structures of the US—set the terms for inter-
preting Annie Mae’s portrait in American Photographs. The first of these 
is the woman is pictured at the doorway to the New Orleans barbershop 
in “Sidewalk and Shopfront, New Orleans, 1935” (Figure 8). Standing 
at a darkened entrance that recalls those of “License Photo Studio,” 
the woman outside the French Opera Barber Shop is collapsed into 
the shopfront via the visual correspondence between the concentric 
circles of her blouse and the striated pattern of the building. She is also 
mirrored in the hand-drawn, idealized figure in the advertisement for 
“Lemon Cleansing Cream,” propped up in the window of the adjoin-
ing drugstore. Positioned at the interface between the stores and the 
street, and with their shared, forward-looking gaze, the woman and the 
image of the woman are placed on the same plane of reference. To some 
extent, the photograph works through the differences between these 
two figures, contrasting the neat dress, squat proportions, and cheer-
ful smile of the woman at the barbershop with the seductive allure of 
the woman in the poster, her platinum blonde hair undulating into 
the white cloud that surrounds her. The disembodied face and neck of 
the woman in the poster, however, buoyed up within this pearly mass, 
reverses the tonal effect produced by the barbershop woman’s white 
face—which, due to its framing by the dark doorway, her dark hair, and 
the neckline of her V-neck blouse, forms a triangular shape similar to 
that of the woman in the poster.
The doorway that contains the woman visually is commensurate 
to the limits of the poster and the drugstore window a little further 
down the New Orleans street—and, later in the sequence, to the limits 
caught in the sights of the Hollywood icon’s fearful gaze in “Torn Movie 
Poster.” The image of the movie poster represents the experience 
of being photographed as a form of violence. It foreshadows Roland 
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Barthes’s description of this experience as a “micro-version of death”: 
“I am neither subject nor object but a subject who feels he is becoming 
an object. I am truly becoming a specter” (14). So, when over the page 
we face the stoic, half-smiling image of the “Alabama Cotton Tenant 
Farmer Wife,” the pathos that attaches to the portrait of Annie Mae 
becomes referable to her being photographed per se. From white-gleam-
ing, cream-selling seductresses to wide-eyed, film-selling damsels, the 
women imaged by Evans’s camera are fungible with women whose pub-
lic representation, in photographs or illustrations, is itself imaged by 
Evans’s camera.
Figure 8. Walker Evans, “Sidewalk and Shopfront, New 
Orleans, 1935.” © Walker Evans Archive, The Metropoli-
tan Museum of Art. Digital image © The Museum of Mod-
ern Art. Licensed by SCALA/Art Resource, New York
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As Annie Mae takes her place in this lineage of photographed 
women, “People by Photography” provokes a reading of her portrait 
that is at once abstractly formalist and strikingly literal: she appears as 
a picture displayed on a wall. The symmetry between Annie Mae’s eye-
brows and the stark clapboards—absent in the version Evans selected 
for Praise—extends and accentuates the horizontal lines that divide 
up the image into blocked visual planes, which conform to the grid-
ded arrangement of Evans’s boundless “STUDIO.” As the intensity of 
Annie Mae’s gaze is routed through and made to sublimate the hyper-
bolic trepidation of the film star, her photographic portrait is brought 
into series with other photographic portraits not by relational and 
social imperatives—as is conventionally the case in family albums or 
other vernacular forms of photographic collection and display—but by 
ones more strictly textual. This role is different from, but illuminative 
of, her function as the pivotal female figure in Praise.
During the mid-to-late-1930s, the white rural poor of the South 
“received an unprecedented amount of exposure in media that sought 
both sensational copy to illustrate the ravages of the Great Depression 
and affirmative imagery to reassure a nation threatened by social dislo-
cation” (Kidd 25). As C. T. Carpenter announced in Scribner’s Magazine 
in October 1935, the cotton tenant system was “a national issue” and 
“the most important domestic question before the American people” 
(193, 199). The white Southern tenant farmer emerged as a symbol 
of systemic inequality and economic distress, and became the noble, 
“common” hero of the Roosevelt administration. The tenant farmer 
was, Stuart Kidd notes, “the creation of the nexus between mass com-
munication and New Deal publicity” (25–26), that is, a product of the 
reform photography under the aegis of Roy Stryker’s Historical Section 
of the Farm Security Administration—the agency from which Evans 
was on loan that summer he spent with Agee in Alabama.
At a crucial moment in Praise, Agee proscribes the sensational 
and sentimental readings encouraged by the FSA’s fetishization of the 
white Southern underclass. At the same time, he raises the stakes for 
the photograph of Annie Mae included in the 1941 book. Railing 
against the commodification of poverty and class struggle in the 1930s, 
Agee bemoans his inability to bridge the physical and affective distance 
between the documentary subject and the reader:
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And how is this to be made so real to you who read of it . . . , 
that you are what you are, and that she is what she is, and 
that you cannot for one moment exchange places with her. . . . 
There is no way of taking the heart and the intelligence by 
the hair and wresting it to its feet, and of making it look this 
terrific thing in the eyes: which are such gentle eyes: you may 
meet them, with all the summoning of heart you have, in the 
photograph in this volume of the young woman with black 
hair. (283)
Agee captions the portrait of Annie Mae in a way that circumscribes its 
meaning. As Jeff Allred points out, Agee militates against the tempta-
tion “to read the photograph as a modernist experiment with abstract 
shape and line in which a body and a home become pure form” (111).
This effect is the opposite of that of American Photographs, which 
configures the “terrific thing” we “meet” in Annie Mae’s “gentle eyes” 
so as to encourage a formalist accounting of the image’s flat and worn 
surface geometries. Agee gives powerful incentive to attend to Annie 
Mae’s face in Praise as “a single concentrated phrase of suffering,” in 
which her returned gaze “checks our pity,” as Lionel Trilling explains. 
Here, Annie Mae “refuses to be an object at all—everything in the 
picture proclaims her to be all subject” (100–1). In keeping with this 
emphasis on Annie Mae as historical subject, and accounting for the 
biblical command coopted in Agee and Evans’s title, to “praise famous 
men, and our fathers that begat us” (Praise 393), scholars have tended 
to interpret the structure of Evans’s 1941 photographic sequence along 
genealogical, and patriarchal, lines. Beginning with the anomalous fig-
ure of the tenant farmer’s landlord, the sequence depicts three family 
groups known as the Gudgers, the Woodses, and the Ricketts. Their 
members are given in more or less the same order: father, mother, bed-
room, house, children.11 As W.J.T. Mitchell notes, Agee provides a 
“master-narrative” for the sequence some fifty pages later (292): “a man 
and a woman are drawn together upon a bed and there is a child and 
there are children” (Praise 49). Yet, as Peter Cosgrove has argued, Agee 
simplifies the narrative thrust of the photographs when, for instance, he 
takes the Gudgers’s bed as “the locus of a redemptive drama” (348) in 
which mother and father “crucify one another upon the shallow plea-
sure of an iron bed, and instigate in a woman’s belly a crucifixion of cell 
and whiplashed sperm” (Praise 90). By contrast, the image of the bed in 
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Evans’s sequence—which is given at an oblique angle at odds with its 
regular, functional position—is shaped by what Cosgrove calls an “artis-
tic asceticism” that serves to draw attention to its formal properties 
(348). As the straight lines of the iron bedframe and smooth white cov-
erlet interact with the vertical and horizontal lines of the floorboards 
and the shotgun suspended on the wall, the image of the empty bed 
disrupts, not secures, the reproductive protocols of family structures.
Cosgrove’s reading of the Gudgers’s empty bed in Praise is clarified 
with reference to the interior spaces in American Photographs. While the 
Gudgers’s bed does not appear in Evans’s earlier book, human absence 
is nevertheless made conspicuous in Part One through the trope of 
unused furniture: a pair of empty barber’s chairs in an Atlanta shop; an 
empty seat before a mirror in a Florida house; an empty wicker rocker 
in a West Virginia house. This trope becomes a structural principle for 
Part Two of the book—a series of images of places and objects in which 
the human figure goes underground. Evans thus prefigures Agee’s nar-
ration of his time alone in the Gudgers’s house, crafting an extended 
visual metaphor for their “spying” on “naked” and “undefended” tenant 
farmers’ homes in 1936. In the private spaces in Part One, however, 
representations of people abound, such as the advertisements for drug 
store graduation gifts and Coca Cola appropriated as home décor in 
“Interior Detail, West Virginia Coal Miner’s House, 1935” (Figure 9). 
These cutout human figures are symbols of mobility, both social and—
via the world globe on which the two graduands are perched—physical. 
The stillness of this otherwise body-less room is ironized by the actions 
encouraged by the upraised hands of the figures and the cries of their 
slogans to buy and to drink. Lined with advertisements, populated with 
images, the private spaces of American Photographs come to look like 
the public ones.
This effect is most poignant in “Houses and Billboards in Atlanta, 
1936” (Figure 10), a remarkable photograph that evinces the pressur-
ized codes of the real that inflect the portrait of Annie Mae in the 1938 
sequence. In this image, movie billboards and other advertisements line 
a wall in front of two timber-framed houses with second-floor balconies. 
Not only do the oval-shaped timber trims on the balconies match the 
shape of the black eye sported by the film star, Carole Lombard, in the 
poster for “Love Before Breakfast,” but the shot presents Lombard—and 
another star, Anne Shirley, reclining on a plush sofa in the neighboring 
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billboard for “The Chatterbox”—as or like the inhabitants of the two 
houses. What seems to be a juxtaposition of the real and the fantastical 
is in fact another dialectical set of relations in which apparent oppo-
sites collapse into one another—resembling both the two women in 
the barbershop image and the ripped movie star next to the portrait of 
Annie Mae.
Even as Evans situates the romance and drama of Lombard’s and 
Shirley’s Hollywood films in the domestic spaces of the American 
South, Lombard’s ominous black shiner cannot help but point back to 
the wounded face in “Torn Movie Poster” given earlier in the sequence, 
Figure 9. Walker Evans, “Interior Detail, West Virginia Coal 
Miner’s House, 1935.” © Walker Evans Archive, The Metropol-
itan Museum of Art. Digital image © The Museum of Modern 
Art. Licensed by SCALA/Art Resource, New York
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and so to catch up Annie Mae in its range of significations. With its 
twinned houses and female celebrities, “Houses and Billboards” is a 
study of Hollywood’s infiltration into quotidian American experience 
and, more covertly, of the protocols of repetition and substitution that 
governed Hollywood processes in the studio era, along with other insti-
tutions of mass production and marketing. During the Depression, as 
Stewart Ewen has demonstrated, these institutions were shaped less 
by the serial reproducibility of 1920s Fordism than by the philosophy 
of progressive or planned obsolescence, the deliberate manufacturing 
of products to become quickly outmoded, in a “somewhat desperate 
attempt to build markets in a shrinking economy” (244). Like so many 
of the image-hung walls depicted in Part One of American Photographs, 
the wear and tear of the movie billboards in Atlanta are the signs of 
Depression-era dereliction as well as of Depression-era replication. 
Indeed, under the law of the late capitalist economy, in which the util-
ity of objects is artificially curtailed, signs of dereliction are always signs 
of replication.
Figure 10. Walker Evans, “Houses and Billboards in Atlanta, 1936.” © Walker 
Evans Archive, The Metropolitan Museum of Art. Digital image © The Museum of 
Modern Art. Licensed by SCALA/Art Resource, New York
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Just as the transition from “License Photo Studio” to “Penny Pic-
ture Display” reveals the abundant surfaces produced and promulgated 
through photographic technologies, the raw edges of the textual sur-
faces in “Houses and Billboards” uncover yet more textual surfaces. The 
notion of America’s architecture as an expansive palimpsest, bearing 
witness to the ever-changing sameness of mature Fordism, is reflected 
in this image by the evidence of signage scrubbed away to the left of 
the “Love Before Breakfast” poster, as well as the layered billboards that 
show their seams behind “The Chatterbox” poster. Then there is the 
smug advertisement for Wilson’s Suits, “The Store of Tomorrow,” where 
the “quality” is good enough to get you to buy, but not good enough to 
last: “This poster will sell you your first suit and the satisfaction of Wil-
son’s quality suit will bring you back for your next suit.”
The most prominent commodities in this photograph are the film 
offerings of Universal and Radio-Keith-Orpheum Pictures in early 1936, 
and the idealized female images that are their centerpieces. In the same 
year that Evans took this picture, Walter Benjamin described the “feel-
ing of strangeness” experienced by the actor who, in “facing” the cam-
era, is conscious of also facing the public. The film star stands at the 
precipice of the aura’s “shriveling” demise, for which the film industry 
attempts to compensate by the “artificial build-up of ‘personality’ out-
side the studio” (230–31). Secured through what Richard Dyer calls the 
“elaborate machine of image-building” that centrally included publicity 
and marketing (17), and made extensive use of photographic technolo-
gies, Hollywood celebrity in the studio era was as much a phenomenon 
of anonymity as individuality. It was, Mark Goble writes, “a product of 
the assembly line and of incandescent personality,” which balanced “the 
dubious aggregate and the splendid particular” (93). In this period, the 
mediations and materials of fame “work contrary to their own clamor, 
permitting not the apotheosis of the single individual but rather the rep-
lication of a standardized form of celebrity, famous like most people are 
not, but also famous exactly as other people already are.” As Goble con-
cludes, “what is compelling about stardom has less to do with its scarcity 
and considerably more to do with its proliferation and promiscuity” (85).
This logic of replication is evident in the Hollywood studio sys-
tem and the star economy that developed alongside it in the 1930s, 
both of which, as Jani Scandura notes, “presuppose an audience that is 
sophisticated enough to make infinite distinctions between infinitely 
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substitutable images and narratives” (221). Even though Lombard, 
the leading lady of screwball comedies, and Shirley, the small-town 
ingénue, were typecast in different ways, they still competed for market 
share in the genre of romantic comedy in these years, as is illustrated 
in their side-by-side rivalry in Evans’s photograph. At the same time, 
the contradictions of fame in the US in the period are manifest in the 
redoubling of Lombard and Shirley’s celluloid role-play by their use of 
stage names, which in Shirley’s case actually entailed taking on the 
name of her first breakthrough role, in the 1934 RKO film adaptation 
of Anne of Green Gables.
American Photographs reframes the portrait of Annie Mae Gudger 
in Praise as a figure contested for the ways in which she, like a Holly-
wood film star in the studio era, embodies contradictions of personal-
ity and impersonality, materiality and abstraction, and singularity and 
multiplicity, under the conditions of corporate-capitalist modernity. As 
Cosgrove suggests, the disjuncture between the studiously barren pho-
tograph of the Gudgers’s bed and Agee’s description of its procreative 
“crucifixions” reflects the dispute between Evans’s “formal literalness” 
and Agee’s “figurativeness” (348); however, this disjuncture also reflects 
the equivocal place of Annie Mae in a book that seeks to preserve the 
“praise” of patriarchs. Made into a mother-saint, the maternal presence 
that is occluded but symbolically central to the book’s epigram from 
Ecclesiastes, Annie Mae serves as Agee’s model for “the womanliness 
of whatever interaction he chooses to show,” as Linda Wagner-Martin 
suggests (49). In transforming Annie Mae into a Madonna, Agee exem-
plifies his own failure to express, or to abide by his own stated rule, “that 
she is what she is, and . . . you cannot for one moment exchange places 
with her.” This is Agee’s reverie of Annie Mae as a sixteen-year-old 
bride, triggered by his discovery of her wedding hat in a table drawer: 
“her skin would have been white, and clear of wrinkles, her body and 
its postures and her eyes even more pure than they are today . . . , her 
image slowly turned upon itself on blank floor and in a glass, she was 
such a poem as no human being shall touch” (252). Offering a clear 
variation on Evans’s photographic portrait, with its intensity and its 
starkness, the paradoxical directness and distance of her gaze, Annie 
Mae is a vision of femininity, youth, and “pure,” “clear” whiteness, 
made in and twisting before the mirror glass of Agee’s imagination, and 
an untouchable, virginal poem: a text.
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Agee has already made writing and fingering analogous, and his 
writing of Annie Mae as writing, as poetry, gives the lie to his vow 
to keep his hands away from her (“no human being shall touch”)—
much as with Evans’s spurious denial of having “lifted” the objects he 
photographed. Agee’s prose tightly bonds Annie Mae’s body to that 
of the Gudgers’s house. Like the “thin-walled, skeletal, and beautiful” 
house, which bears a “bonelike plainness” (370), Annie Mae’s form, 
when Agee first sees her, is a play of angled forms, of “sharp” elbows, 
knees, and spine, and of lines: from the “white broken part” of the hair 
atop her head, bowed in fear at the storm that rages outside, to the “long 
stripe of tears drawn, vertical” on her slowly-lifted face, “every line of 
her body [is] sharp and straight as if drawn by a ruler” (351, 354). The 
bodily grammar of her terror at the thunderstorm makes Annie Mae 
resemble the woman in Evans’s “Torn Movie Poster,” which in turn 
makes the inclement weather that incites Agee’s first entry into the 
Gudgers’s home an allegory for his involvement in the family’s life.
Agee remains torturously aware of the interposing mediation of his 
involvement, which at least partially explains the vehemence of his 
ethical precepts for looking at Annie Mae’s photograph—not to men-
tion his generalized anxiety about his work of documentation. “If I could 
do it, I’d do no writing here,” Agee claims in the preface to Praise: “It 
would be photographs; the rest would be fragments of cloth, bits of cot-
ton, lumps of earth, records of speech, pieces of wood and iron, phials of 
odors, plates of food and of excrement” (10). As he is aware, when Agee 
transforms the material experience of the tenant farmers into writing, 
he participates in the FSA’s program of archiving their lived experience 
as aestheticized and instrumentalized symbols of the white Southern 
underclass. The model for New Deal photography, according to Roy 
Stryker, is Dorothea Lange’s “Migrant Mother,” a photograph that was 
taken in Nipomo, California in February 1936, and first appeared in a 
feature on starving pea pickers in the San Francisco News the following 
month.12 “She has all the suffering of mankind in her but all of the per-
severance too,” Stryker once said. “You can see anything you want in 
her. She is immortal” (Stryker and Wood 19).
Agee grapples with his complicity in abstracting and immortalizing 
the rural poor in the context of his insistence on Annie Mae’s ineluc-
table difference from the consumers of her image. She and the other 
tenant farmers, he writes, are to be
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multiplied, not losing the knowledge that each is a single, 
unrepeatable, holy individual, by the two billion human crea-
tures who are alive upon the planet today.  .  .  . of whom the 
huge swarm and majority are made and acted upon as she is: 
and of all these individuals, contemplate, try to encompass, the 
one annihilating chord. (283)
Apart from wrestling with the Malthusian arithmetic of the impover-
ished masses, Agee’s slippage between the singular and the multiple in 
this section can also be seen to register Annie Mae’s entrance into the 
mass-cultural visual arena of the American Depression—an entrance 
that, like Lange’s “Migrant Mother,” and like Lombard and Shirley, 
entails her assumption of a nom de plume.
The posters of the film stars in American Photographs represent 
glamor dilapidated, through their open-air exposure on Depres-
sion-hued streets. But the images of Annie Mae in American Photo-
graphs and Praise, along with the image of the “Migrant Mother,” much 
reprinted in the popular media in the late 1930s, represent something 
far more problematic: dilapidation glamorized. Achieved through 
processes of mediated replication, the confluence of dilapidation and 
glamor discloses the rhetorical and material necessity of waste to the 
corporate-capitalist “economy of abundance,” a term coined in 1932 
by the popular economist Stuart Chase.13 Needless to say, dilapidation 
and waste ordered the lived reality of the tenant farming underclass in 
a much more visceral and immediate way than it did Shirley and Lom-
bard, embroiled, as they were, in Hollywood’s lucrative machinations. 
In this regard, it is of utmost significance that Agee’s remarks about how 
Annie Mae ought to be approached in her portrait arise out of his diffi-
culty in writing about her daily work in its “plainness and iterativeness.” 
Agee enunciates the relentless, recurrent pattern of Annie Mae’s labor, 
stretching into the future as into the past, through a rhetorical question 
about how to “calculate” the “cumulation” of her laboring gestures—a 
“set of leverages” undertaken “in nearly every day of the eleven or the 
twenty-five years since her marriage, and . . . persisted in in nearly every 
day to come in all the rest of her life” (282–83). He effectively trans-
lates one type of multiplication into another: from the compounding 
effects of arduous daily labor, localized at Hobe’s Hill, to the compound-
ing mass of the poor across the globe.
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The class difference encoded in the shift from glamor dilapidated 
to dilapidated glamor in American Photographs and Praise suggests the 
extent to which the latter text engages with the discourse of eugen-
ics and the archetypes of the Southern “po’ white” or “white trash” 
in this period. The experimental diction of Agee and Evans’s book is 
corralled toward a repudiation of the eugenicist “family studies” of poor 
rural whites, conducted by ethnographic researchers from the 1910s 
through to the 1930s. This diction also seeks a point of departure from 
Depression-era photographic documentaries of the Southern poor that 
often shared this eugenicist impulse. (The most prominent study of this 
type was Erskine Caldwell and Margaret Bourke-White’s You Have Seen 
Their Faces, which achieved popular success while Agee was drafting 
Praise in 1937 and is explicitly critiqued in Agee’s text.) Yet, as Janet 
Holtman has suggested, one of the effects of Agee and Evans’s roman-
ticized portrait of the “good poor,” the resilient, hard-working, honest 
victims of an atrociously wasteful system, is “the reconstitution of poor 
white subjectivity as a sort of thwarted middle-class subjectivity” (43).14 
The classed system of signification in which Agee and Evans’s book 
uneasily participates is also a gendered one, anchored by the figure of 
the “pure” white mother as a foil for the “feeble-minded” poor white 
woman who, in eugenicist discourse, is associated with a morbid sex-
ual promiscuity.15 As Siobhan Davis has shown, published FSA images 
in the 1930s ascribed to poor women gender roles that were socially 
acceptable to a middle-class audience. They presented women within 
visual narratives that ignored their activities outside the home, priori-
tized their nurturing function, and reiterated their dependence on male 
providers. Evans himself located the photograph of Annie Mae in this 
visual tradition when, in conversation in 1974, he characterized it as “a 
classic portrait of a real, old pioneering, American woman of English 
stock, and pure too” (qtd. in Kidd 29).
Annie Mae’s final appearance in Praise is an erotic “image” (389) of 
her suckling her youngest child, Squinchy. Agee proclaims that “against 
her body [the child] is so many things in one, the child in the melodies 
of the womb, the Madonna’s son, human divinity sunken from the cross 
at rest against his mother, and more beside, for . . . the penis is partly 
erected” (389, 390). Transformed into a Christ figure, in incarnation, 
birth, and death, “and more beside,” the shape-shifting Squinchy is sur-
rogate to the woman whose breast he suckles: the maternal figure who 
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shuttles between perfect individuality and dizzying multiplicity. Earlier 
in the book, Agee describes Annie Mae and her family as “drawn inward 
within their little shells of rooms . . . to be seen in their wondrous and 
pitiful actions through the surfaces of their lighted windows by thou-
sands, by millions, little golden aquariums.” But while Annie Mae’s 
nodal position in masses or chains of people refers to her fecundity, her 
symbolic role as mother-saint, Agee’s vision of human history, what he 
calls “the weaving, of human living,” is also an “annihilating chord.” 
The passage about the “little golden aquariums” ends ominously, with 
Agee wondering “that an age that has borne its children and must lose 
and has lost them, and lost life, can bear further living” (49).
In making procreation proximate to “lost life,” to death, Agee’s nar-
ration returns again to the ambivalent sign of the Gudgers’s empty bed. 
It is a reminder of the writer’s complicity in moving the bed out of its 
practical position and, concomitantly, establishing Annie Mae’s home 
and body as a site of discourse. Agee’s (if not Evans’s) worrying over 
the expropriation of Annie Mae as an image of “pure” Anglo-Saxon 
“stock” reflects what scholars have noted as the stark ironies of a cri-
tique of capitalism launched from Fortune, a magazine of business and 
industry. Praise invites an understanding of Annie Mae’s dilapidated, 
socio-politically “trashed” working class life as a metaphor for Agee and 
Evans’s own labor of “trashing”: their laying waste to her personality, 
her singularity, as they insert her image into the artistic and literary 
mass markets that are ancillary to the corporate-capitalist system that 
the 1941 book descries. Enrolled to the order of the iconic feminine, 
Annie Mae becomes an object, an archetype—which is to say another 
waste product in the modern media economy of endless replication.
“I know they rest and the profundity of their tiredness,” Agee writes 
as he lies in the room adjacent to the one where Annie Mae and her 
family sleep, “as if I were in each one of these seven bodies whose sleep-
ing I can almost touch through this wall, and which in the darkness I 
so clearly see, with the whole touch and weight of my body” (51). To 
be represented, for Annie Mae, is to be touched and possessed. It is also 
to be displayed in a “little golden aquarium,” a secluded space in which 
you are publically seen, illumed by the same light by which Agee writes 
at night: “In this globe, and in this oil that is clear and light as water, 
and reminding me of creatures and things once alive which I have seen 
suspended in jars” (45). Under various technologies of light, Annie 
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Mae in American Photographs and Praise is suspended and exhibited as 
a thing once alive. Reified as an icon of poverty, whiteness, and female 
domesticity, she is enlisted in the same gendered specular economy as 
the leading ladies of Hollywood. Starlight travels thousands of light 
years “in a flash,” writes Eduardo Cadava, and is therefore “an illumi-
nation in which the present bears within it the most distant past and 
where the distant past suddenly traverses the present moment. . . . Like 
a photograph that presents what is no longer there, the star is always 
a kind of ruin” (28–30). The metaphor of the cinematic star encodes 
these meanings, as Karen Beckman has suggested: “With stars, tempo-
rality and materiality enter into crisis mode, as past, present, and future 
collide. Pure presence becomes a material and physical impossibility” 
(158). As with the circulation of the photograph, the promulgation of 
the film star entails a discursive, physical, and spatiotemporal survival 
that travesties the absence of the subject that it foreshadows and fore-
grounds. “Their bodies are buried in peace; but their name liveth for 
evermore,” or so tell the final words of Agee and Evans’s text. The pro-
foundly un-famous tenant farming families are both buried and reviv-
ified in the specular terrain of the Depression, by the textual acts of 
“praise” Agee and Evans perform. With the valence of the Hollywood 
star in the era of mature Fordism—expendable, replaceable, “always a 
kind of ruin”—Annie Mae’s iconicity entombs her as it makes her (fic-
titious) name.
As it turned out, Annie Mae’s image did not circulate very widely 
during the Depression years—and certainly not to the extent of, for 
instance, “Migrant Mother.” Because Evans’s Alabama photographs 
were on reserve for Fortune, they were not put in the FSA file imme-
diately, allowing the photographer free rein over their initial release as 
part of the MOMA exhibition. After their two-month showing in New 
York, the photographs were exhibited on a nationwide museum tour, 
while 1,300 of the 5,000 printed copies of Evans’s book were distributed 
to MOMA members. The rest went to bookstores around the country 
where, between January 1939 and the end of June 1944, a little more 
than 1,000 copies were sold. Praise reached an even smaller audience. 
When Evans and Agee’s Alabama materials, rejected by Fortune, were 
finally published by Houghton Mifflin in 1941—after the beginning of 
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World War II, and as public interest in the plight of the tenant farmer 
was waning—the book sold just four hundred copies.16
It was only after the two texts were re-released in the early 1960s, 
in response to the increased interest in 1930s culture and politics that 
accompanied the rise of social activist movements in this period, that 
Annie Mae truly began to signify as an icon of the Depression—and to 
such a degree as to supersede in our cultural memory of this period many 
of the Hollywood stars among whom, and from whose pattern, her 
image was first formed. By 1971, Hilton Kramer, art critic for the New 
York Times, would wonder, “For how many of us . . . has our imagination 
of what the United States looked like in the 1930s been determined 
not by a novel or a play or a poem or a painting or even by our own 
memories, but by the work of a single photographer, Walker Evans?” 
Films from the 1930s, Kramer supposed, were “Evans’s only near rival” 
in displaying pictorially “the moral and esthetic texture of the Depres-
sion era.”
Having assumed the status of a classic documentary work, Praise 
generated an entire industry of sensationalist journalism, from the late 
1970s on, devoted to tracking down and re-photographing the three 
families whose lives it documented.17 The repeated attempts to get at 
the “real” Annie Mae underscore the distance between her and her rep-
resentation, even as the production of her image, in both photography 
and writing, is reticulated by her movement from obscurity to ubiquity 
in the popular imagination of the 1930s. Like the texts themselves, the 
afterlives of American Photographs and Praise highlight the processes by 
which bodies proliferate as images in the capitalist “STUDIO” of the 
United States.
In this context, surely one of the most arresting re-deployments 
of Annie Mae’s image is found in a 1988 special issue of Life magazine, 
celebrating 150 years of photography. Life was acquired and reinvented 
by Henry Luce, the founder of Fortune, as a glossy weekly news maga-
zine in 1936, after which point its “Movies” column regularly featured 
Carole Lombard and Anne Shirley among its roll call of Hollywood 
stars. Some fifty years after the magazine’s acquisition, one of Evans’s 
portraits of Annie Mae appears in a series of “Pictures that Made a 
Difference,” next to Farrah Fawcett, the television actress whose sig-
nature red bathing suit and feathered hair made her a cultural icon in 
the 1970s (“Superlatives”). First put in sequence with the Hollywood 
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icon in “Torn Movie Poster,” Annie Mae in the late 1980s is given a 
new celebrity neighbor on the pages of one of the most prominent 
glossy magazines in the United States—itself a mass-cultural artifact 
that originated, in its modern form, in the Depression era. The incon-
gruous pairing of Annie Mae and Farrah Fawcett represents precisely 
the kind of cultural work that Agee and Evans initiated and fore-
cast when, in American Photographs and Praise, they positioned their 
poor white female subject at the interface between the particular 
and the aggregate: an “unrepeatable, holy individual” made multiple 
and iconic.
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1. Krauss derives the notion of “convulsive beauty” from Breton’s L’Amour 
fou.
2. This argument builds on Duck’s recent discussion of how Agee and Evans’s 
work highlights processes of mediation, as well as James Miller’s explanation of 
how Praise, and 1930s cultural ethnography more generally, participated in corpo-
rate-capitalist discourses (385–90).
3. I therefore trace a different form of cinematic encounter to that explored by 
scholars for whom Praise reflects Agee’s love for the cinema and pre-empts his work 
as a film critic for Time magazine in the 1940s. Blinder’s account of Agee’s cinematic 
discourse is especially useful. 
4. Apart from the discrepancy between the images of Annie Mae Gudger in 
American Photographs and Praise, the portrait of her included in the latter’s first 
edition also differs from that in its second edition, published in 1960. In re-editing 
the photographic section, Evans expanded the number of images and re-cropped 
several photographs to give more of the world surrounding their subjects, including 
the portrait of Annie Mae. As Stott notes, this serves to lessen the “pressure” Annie 
Mae exerts on the viewer (Documentary 280–81).
5. The organization of the exhibition differed substantially from that of the 
book. At MOMA, the images were grouped in thematic clusters, meaning that, 
for instance, “Torn Movie Poster” was displayed alongside other images of found 
signage. The installation layout is reconstructed in Mora and Hill 162–97. On the 
history of the exhibition, see Stack and Chuang.
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6. Kirstein borrowed this terminology from Evans, who stated in 1930 that 
photographers must aspire to “a photographic editing of society, a clinical process” 
(“Reappearance” 125). 
7. Scholars who view Evans’s art as apolitical include Bergman-Carton and 
Carton; Shloss 189–91; Stott, Documentary 267–89.
8. On the controversy over the alarm clock, see Morris. 
9. Allred derives the concept of interruption from Eysteinsson 6–7.
10. The surrealist contexts for Evans’s work have been recovered by Hugh 
Davis (105–98).
11. For example, see Trodd 19.
12. On the iconicity of “Migrant Mother,” see Lucaites and Hariman 49–67.
13. Agee picked up on this discourse in two poems titled “Two Songs on the 
Economy of Abundance,” published in a 1936 anthology of modern American 
poetry edited by Louis Untermeyer.
14. See also Henninger 139–46 and Rabinowitz, “Voyeurism” 156–63.
15. On eugenicist discourses in this period, see Holtman 33–38. 
16. My account of the early exhibition and publication histories of American 
Photographs and Praise draws on Rathbone 141–58; Tagg 316–17, n. 157; and Cam-
pany 36.
17. Key journalistic pieces include Raines and Osbourne; see also Maharidge 
and Williamson’s self-styled sequel to Praise.
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